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Neoliberalism, µrace¶ and child welfare  
Abstract  
7KLVDUWLFOHH[SORUHVWKHVLJQLILFDQFHRI¶UDFH¶DQGHWKQLFLW\LQWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQ
neoliberalism and child welfare in the UK, arguing that this has been somewhat marginal in 
both policy and academic discussion. It is based on a narrative review of key policy 
documents and research and covers a range of services from family support and child 
protection to looked after children and adoption. An overarching finding is that the influence 
of racial neoliberalism can readily be detected within a progressiYHGRZQSOD\LQJRIµUDFH¶
and ethnicity, emphasis on securitisation and frequent counter-RIIHQVLYHDJDLQVWµSROLWLFDO
FRUUHFWQHVV¶,PSRUWDQWO\KRZHYHUWKHUHKDYHEHHQWRGDWHOLPLWVDQGUHVLVWDQFHWRWKLV
influence, and the article concludes with a brief discussion of how this can be built upon.   
.H\ZRUGVQHROLEHUDOLVPµUDFH¶HWKQLFLW\FKLOGZHOIDUH 
 
This article seeks to explore the intersection of neoliberalism with constructions of µUDFH¶ and 
ethnicity as they play out in the field of child welfare in England. The past four decades or so 
are often depicted in terms of a growing neoliberal entrenchment and hegemony and various 
writers have explored its influence over social work (e.g. Garrett, 2009; Rogowski, 2012; 
Jones, 2015). However, within this coverage, relatively little attention has been paid to issues 
of µUDFH¶ and ethnicity. This is despite a strong sense of demographic change towards 
µVXSHUGLYHUVLW\¶9HUWRYHFDQGDVKLIWLQJSROLWLFVZLWKULVLQJDQWL-immigration 
sentiment and critique of multiculturalism. The article begins with a short overview of 
neoliberalism and its relationship with processes of racialization and ethnicization, before 
examining their workings within child and family social work. This examination will take the 
form of a narrative review of major policy documents and research studies in the field. 
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Because of their volume, references have been cited selectively. A central concern will be to 
gauge the extent to which racial neoliberalism has prevailed in child and family social work.  
While it has a longer history, neoliberal ideology came to prominence as a response to the 
economic crises of the 1970s and 1980s. As Harvey (2005) contends, the neoliberal 
µUHYROXWLRQ¶FDQEHXQGHUVWRRGLQWHUPVRIFODVVVWUXJJOHZLWKa capitalist ruling class seeking 
to decisively restore profitability through weakening the power of labour and the 
µSURWHFWLRQV¶RIWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHZLWKQHROLEHUDODWWDFNVRQµELJJRYHUQPHQW¶LQYDULDEO\D
code for attacking social expenditure. Beyond desired reduction, the state was to be 




reframing social problems as private failings, a projeFWWRµFKDQJHVRXOV¶5RVH).  
Ideologically, legitimation of inequality becomes crucial for neoliberalism, both in relation to 
the (uber-ULFKDQGDQLQFUHDVLQJVXUSOXVRUµGLVSRVDEOH¶SRSXODWLRQIDFLQJDWEHVWµSUHFDULW\¶
and often much more extreme forms of marginalisation and abjection (Standing, 2011; Tyler, 
2013). Wacquant describes the neoliberal regiPHDVDµFHQWDXUVWDWH¶SUHVHQWLQJµDFRPHO\
and caring visage toward the middle and upper classes, and a fearsome and frowning mug 
WRZDUGWKHORZHUFODVV¶,PSOLFLWO\WKHQHROLEHUDORUGHUDOVRVRXJKWWRUHDVVHUWD
more traditional patriarchal hierarchy, shifting as Wacquant (2010) contends from the 
UHODWLYHO\NLQGO\µQDQQ\VWDWH¶WRWKHVWULFWHUµGDGG\VWDWH¶%H\RQGDJHQHUDOµWRXJKHQLQJ¶
of attitudes across welfare and penality, this would also entail rolling back concerns and 
provision to address inequalities. 
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Although in some senses, the hegemony of neoliberalism can appear beyond dispute, it is 
important to remember that it has always faced considerable opposition and challenges of 
legitimacy (Gamble, 2001), not least due to its own internal contradictions (Harvey, 2005). 
7KLVKDVJLYHQULVHWRYDULDQWVVXFKDVWKHPRUHVRFLDOO\RULHQWHGµ7KLUG:D\¶RI%LOO&OLQWRQ
and Tony Blair and alignments between neoliberalism and neoconservatism, populism and 
less so, libertarianism. 
It is not intended here to enter the debate regarding how far neoliberalism represents an 
inherently racialised project (see e.g. Roberts and Mahtani, 2010; Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
2013), but rather to map its racialised affinities and historical contours.  
As *ROGEHUJKDVDUJXHGQHROLEHUDOWKLQNLQJLVFKDUDFWHULVHGE\DGHWHUPLQHGµFRORXU
EOLQGQHVV¶WKDWFRQYHQLHQWO\LJQRUHVVWUXFWXUDOGLVDGYDQWDJHDQGµORFNVLQ¶LWVKLVWRULFDO
legacyDVLOHQFLQJWKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµUDFLVPZLWKRXWUDFLVWV¶%RQLOOD-Silva, 2003). Against this 
template, counter assertions may be made to the effect that contemporary western societies 
DUHµSRVW-UDFLDO¶DQGWKDWDQ\OLQJHULQJSUREOHPVDUHGXHWRWKRVHZKRFOLQJDGKHUHWR
outdated modes of racial thinking (Paul, 2014).  
In policy terms, this can be clearly seen in the progressive dilution, downsizing and 
dismantling of equality infrastructure at national and local levels (Craig, 2013). In so far as 
poverty and other forms of deprivation frequently take ethnicised and racialised forms,  
neoliberal assaults on the social state can be seen to close down potential for redistributive 
redress, even if in practice welfare states have often enshrined their own discriminatory 
practices (see e.g. Williams & Johnson, 2010). Importantly, the shift from welfare to 
securitisation has had clearly racialised facets, with new forms of racism focusing on alleged 
abuse of welfare provision by migrants and asylum seekers and in turn, impacting on settled 
minority ethnic groups. However, resistance to growing inequalities has included a focus on 
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racialisation within the UK, with recent government rhetoric referring to the need to address 
it (May, 2016)  
&KLOGUHQ¶V6RFLDO:RUNDQG1HROLEHUDOLVP 
The influence of neoliberalism in child and family social work has received significant and 
largely critical commentary from academics and practitioners, notably in relation to changing 
interactions with families and marketisation or privatisation of service provision. Both 
universal and targeted welfare support to families have been reduced, and a more 
DXWKRULWDULDQµVKDSHXSRUIDFHORVLQJ\RXUFKLOGUHQ¶VWDQFHWDNHQLQUHODWLRQWRSDUHQWV
(Rogowski, 2012). This thinking is facilitated conceptually by increased separation of the 
child from their family (Featherstone et al., 2014). Despite long established links between 
child welfare and poverty, this connection has been progressively erased (Parton, 2014).  
What is seen as a move from therapy and welfare to surveillance and control has also 
intersected with forces of marketisation. This has entailed both an opening up of areas of 
provision to private sector providers and third sector organisations under contract and 
RSHUDWLRQRIUHPDLQLQJVWDWHDFWLYLW\DORQJµEXVLQHVV¶DQGPDQDJHULDOLVWOLQHV+DUULV
As Garrett (2009) contends, this agenda has followed classic neoliberal ideology, with a 
UHOHQWOHVVEHUDWLQJRIVWDWHVHUYLFHVIRUµIDLOXUH¶DQGSRWHQWLDOVROXWLRQVWLHGWLJKWO\WRWKH
perceived necessity for non-VWDWHµLQQRYDWLRQ¶,QUHFHQWWLPHVWKHSRWHQWial for private sector 
involvement has been extended to almost all areas of child welfare, including those relating 
to removal of children, although there has also been strong resistance to this (McNicholl, 
2017). Beyond raising concerns over accountability (with a loss of democratic control, 
GHUHJXODWLRQDQGWKHYHLORIµFRPPHUFLDOVHQVLWLYLW\¶LWLVQRWDEOHWKDWWKHVHGHYHORSPHQWV
PDUJLQDOLVHERWKELUWKSDUHQWVDQGFKLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOHLQWHUPVRIµYRLFH¶*DUUHWW
2009; Jones, 2015). While government rhetoric tends to foreground the involvement of the 
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third sector and social enterprises, in practice the direction of travel is towards services 
operated by large (multinational) companies and venture capitalists. Within this scenario, 
third sector organizations are increasingly muzzled in their critical campaigning activities 
because of reliance on state contracts or operating in tandem with private sector organizations 
(Tyler et al., 2014), leading Lavalette and Ferguson (2007: 456) to describe their UROHDVµWKH
VRIWIDFHRISULYDWL]DWLRQ¶ 
Neoliberalism and the (de)racialisation of child welfare 
In assessing the complex intersections between neoliberalism, racialisation and child welfare, 
it should be noted that the evidence base is partial and sketchy and one aim of this review is 
to highlight where further research is needed. In each of the key areas of provision considered 
here, including family support, child protection and looked after children, both government 
guidance and relevant research will be examined. For all its obvious limitations as a guide to 
µUHDOZRUOG¶SUDFWLFHRIILFLDOJXLGDQFHLVQHYHUWKHOHVVXVHIXODVDEDURPHWHURIFKDQJHVLQ
governance, as particular themes arrive and depart, and are emphasised, marginalised and 
otherwise (re)framed.  
Supporting families   
Family support services (under Part III of the Children Act 1989 (CA89)) have long involved 
DµVDIHW\QHW¶IXQFWLRQZKLOVWDlso operating in the shadow (materially and symbolically) of 
child protection. However, it can be argued that since the financial crash in 2007/8, the 
tensions have sharpened, with austerity driven demand growing and capacity to respond 
decreased. A Community Care investigation based on Freedom of Information showed a 20 
SHUFHQWULVHXQGHUWKHFRDOLWLRQJRYHUQPHQWLQµVWRSJDSSD\PHQWV¶PDGHXQGHUVHFWLRQRI
the CA89 (Carter, 2015), while the exponential rise in recourse to food banks is well known 
(Garthwaite, 2016). Little is known of the ethnicised pattern of this demand, but several 
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studies have pointed to the disproportionately negative impact of austerity and welfare reform 
on certain black and minority ethnic (BME) groups (e.g. Fisher and Nandi, 2015; Runnymede 
Trust, 2015)  
One of the hallmarks of racial neoliberalism is a bracketing out of the effects of racism, and 
here it is worth noting the absence of any efforts to consider the racialised effects of cuts in 
service provision. For example, the reduced availability of short breaks has taken place 
against an earlier backdrop of perceived poorer provision for BME families, yet seemingly 
without efforts to address racialised disadvantage or discrimination (Every Disabled Child 
Matters, 2015). SimilaUO\LQFKLOGUHQ¶VFHQWUHV± where previous research had found 
significant weaknesses in terms of engagement with members of minority ethnic groups and 
communities (Craig, 2013) ± successive iterations of government guidance have placed less 
stress upon µUDFH¶ and ethnicity (compare e.g. DfES, 2006; DfE, 2013). While New Labour 
guidance on parenting and family support in 2010 emphasised context and proactivity (e.g. 
through community development, outreach, targeted activities and workforce diversity), 
subsequent coalition government pronouncements made little or no such reference (DCSF, 
2010; DfE, 2013). This radical de-emphasising has also been apparent in other evaluations 
and commentary on the challenges facing services (see e.g. Maisey et al, 2013; 4C, 2015).  
With their origins in Maori culture, family group conferences (FGCs) have an obvious 
potential to empower BME families (and communities) in their relationships with state 
welfare services and to promote culturally sensitive practice. However, there is some 
evidence of under-representation of BME families and more broadly, a dearth of research on 
VXFKIDPLOLHV¶H[SHULHQFHVDQGRIKRZIDUSUDFWLFHWDNHVLQWRDFFRXQWZLGHUUDFLDOised 
contexts and structures (Barn and Das, 2016).  
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In addition to retrenchment from a relatively weak base, family support services have also 
undergone significant change over the past two decades ± EHLQJµGLVSODFHGDQGGHFHQWUHG¶
(Frost et al., 2015:113) by broader shifts in the terrain of state-family relations. Ideologically,  
WKHFKDQJHVZHUHIUDPHGE\DQHPSKDVLVRQµWRXJKORYH¶SURPRWLQJSHUVRQDODQGIDPLO\
responsibility, FKDOOHQJLQJµZHOIDUHGHSHQGHQF\¶DQGµYDOXHIRUPRQH\¶Within this 
discourse, social work became increasingly marginal and to varyiQJGHJUHHVµVXVSHFW¶DV
LQVXIILFLHQWO\µWRXJK¶GHVSLWHHYLGHQFHRILWVRZQWRXJKHQLQJVWDQFHV5RJRZVNL, 2012). Its 
long standing interest in prevention was progressively subsumed (and largely lost) within the 
PRUHDPELWLRXVJRYHUQDQFHSURMHFWRIµHDUO\LQWHUYHQWLRQ¶LQLWLDOO\VSHDUKHDGHGE\WKH&HQWUH
for Social Justice and more recently the Early Intervention Foundation (EIF).  
Early intervention policy both reflected and reinforced a sharpening focus on parenting as the 
key to addressing a range of social problems and facilitating social mobility. Crucially, within 
this mode of governance, parenting is largely decontextualised in terms of disadvantage and 
despite the apparent universalist appeal, classed and ethnicised underpinnings are sometimes 
made explicit or thinly veiled (Edwards et al., 2015) Thus, Allen and Duncan Smith contrast 
SRRUFKLOGUHQH[SHULHQFLQJSDUHQWLQJGHILFLWZLWKWKHLUPLGGOHFODVVSHHUVZKRµimbibe 
HIIHFWLYHVRFLDOEHKDYLRXUXQFRQVFLRXVO\ZLWKWKHLUPRWKHU¶VPLON¶DQGGUDw 
significantly on underclass discourses and the threat of the µferal¶ (:22). Meanwhile, in a 
fairly obvious and crude allusion to black communities in Nottingham, Allen has attacked a 
dominant matriarchal culture, where the male role is often restricted to insemination (:109).  
Although there are exceptions such as the Strengthening Families, Strengthening 
Communities programme (delivered in Britain by the Race Equality Foundation), most of the 
approved early intervention programmes pay little, if any attention to issues of racialised 
inequality. More broadly, within the academic social work domain, while early intervention 
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has been subjected to substantial, sometimes trenchant critique (e.g. Featherstone et al., 
2014), there has been relatively little attention paid to its ethnicised aspects.  
Despite strong rhetorical support for early intervention, the coalition government made little 
attempt to protect its funding. Instead, attentiRQZDVLQFUHDVLQJO\VZLWFKHGWRDµWURXEOHG
IDPLOLHV¶DJHQGDVHHEHORZSURPSWHGparticularly by the riots in summer 2011, but also 
EXLOGLQJRQIRXQGDWLRQVODLGE\WKHLU1HZ/DERXUSUHGHFHVVRUV7KHODWWHU¶VThink Family 
initiative marked on the one hand, the necessity to view child welfare problems within the 
context of family relations, but at a macro-level signalled a shift towards the familialisation 
RIVRFLDOH[FOXVLRQ(FKRLQJHDUOLHUGLVFRXUVHVRIµSUREOHPIDPLOLHV¶:HOVKPDQ,  it 
identified a group of 140,000 families who were said to be suffering from multiple 
disadvantages in areas such as income, education, employment, health and housing, but 
crucially also generating (future) social problems such as crime, anti-social behaviour and 
NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training) status (Cabinet Office, 2007).  
The Literature Review that accompanied the launch of Think Family is exemplary in its 
contextualised treatment of ethnic and racial inequality (Cabinet Office Social Exclusion 
Task Force, 2008). It is highly nuanced in its discussion of heterogeneity within and between 
ethnic groups and intersections with other forms of social division, racialised and ethnicised 
aspects of parental mental health, substance misuse and domestic violence and interactions 
between service users, professionals and agencies. Such awareness is also evident, albeit 
somewhat diluted, within other government and related documentation for the initiative, 
QRWDEO\LQWHUPVRIWDUJHWHGVHUYLFHVµKDUGWRUHDFK¶IDPLlies and workforce diversity (e.g. 
DCSF, 2010; SCIE, 2012).  




especially on parenting skills and the reduction of anti-social behaviour. The coalition 
JRYHUQPHQW¶V7URXEOHG)DPLOLHV3URJUDPPH7)3EXLOWRQWKLVEXWZLWKDPRUHH[SOLFLW
critique of social workers, with its Director General, Louise Casey referring to their frequent 
µFROOXVLRQ¶ZLWKIDPLOLHVZKRQHHGHGDILUPHUµJHWWLQJXQGHUWKHVNLQ¶DSSURDFK%%&
The TFP can be located firmly within a neoliberal framework of moralisation and 
responsibilisation, although as was the case with FIP, frontline practice may deviate from this 
(Bond-Taylor, 2015; Crossley, 2016). The relationship of families from varied ethnic 
backgrounds to TFP is, perhaps tellingly, very unclear. For some, it has been targeted 
predominantly at disadvantaged white families (Crossley, 2016), with BME families under-
UHSUHVHQWHGDQGZLWKDVRPHZKDWGLIIHUHQWµOHVVWURXEOHG¶SURILOH&RQYHUVHO\'&/*
ILJXUHVVXJJHVWDPRUHQDWLRQDOO\µUHSUHVHQWDWLYH¶GLYLVLRQEHWZHHQZKLWHDQG%0(IDPLOLHV
though the latter are not disaggregated, nor any differences of inclusion criteria explored. 
Under-representation may of course, afford some advantages in terms of freedom from 
surveillance, but also raises important questions about availability of more supportive help.   
Despite many of the problem criteria for troubled families ± such as unemployment, school 
non-attendance, youth justice - being highly racialised, this aspect is completely 
marginalised, with policy documents and evaluations determinedly race-neutral and projected 
FRVWVDYLQJVFDOFXODWHGLQDVRFLDOLQGLYLGXDOLVWLFWHUP,WDSSHDUVWKDWJHWWLQJµXQGHUWKHVNLQ¶
of families does not extend to probing the significance and associations of skin colour. 
 
Child Protection  
,VVXHVRIµUDFH¶DQGHWKQLFLW\KDYHUDUely been placed centrally in child protection research 




Although it did contain some relevant study evidence, the 1995 overview (Department of 
Health (DH), 1995) acknowledged a relative lack of attention (:8). Yet in 2012, there was 
very little reference, and again, an acknowledgement of the need for further research (Davies 
and Ward, 2012:25). Similarly, two major NSPCC self-report studies both promised further 
analysis and reporting relating to ethnicity and child maltreatment, neither of which 
materialised (Cawson et al, 2002; Radford et al., 2011). 
In this respect, there remains a dearth of knowledge regarding front line practice in particular. 
This includes the relative influences of ethnocentrism and cultural relativism (Channer and 
Parton, 1990). However, studies by de Waal and Shergill (2004) and BAWSO (2012) have 
identified a lack of confidence on the part of many social workers in addressing such issues, 
ZKLOHLWKDVDOVREHHQQRWHGWKDWDVVHVVPHQWVDUHRIWHQSRRULQWKHLUFRYHUDJHRIµUDFH¶
ethnicity and, culture (Selwyn et al, 2010).   
If it is difficult to gauge the doubtless highly variable state of front line practice, it is possible 
to identify a broader direction of travel in terms of signalling and scrutiny. Analysis of  
evolving Working Together to Safeguard Children guidance reveals a dramatic decline, 
bordering on disappearance, in terms of attention paid to µUDFH¶ and ethnicity. In successive 
iterations under New Labour (see e.g. HM Government 1999; 2010), they received wide 
ranging and often highly nuanced treatment. Strikingly, there was overt recognition of the 
significance of racism (2010:309-310) with attention paid to interactions, contexts and 
resources. Organisationally, safeguarding bodies were reminded of the importance of 
ensuring ethnic diversity within their ranks, having access to specialist advice, strong links 
with ethnicised communities and paying attention to issues of µUDFH¶ and ethnicity in 
commissioning, serious case reviews and the work of the Child Death Overview Panel (:154, 
213, 239). Cultural sensitivity was also highlighted, though with the clear caveat that this 
cannot lead to condoning abuse through inaction (:286). 
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While it should be acknowledged that this extensive coverage offered no guarantees in terms 
of (local) policy and practice, the lack of coverage in subsequent guidance nonetheless 
VLJQDOVDGUDPDWLFVKLIW,QWKHFRDOLWLRQJRYHUQPHQW¶VJXLGDQFH+0*RYHUQPHQWa) 
reference to issues of µUDFH¶, ethnicity and culture has been reduced to the following brief, 
formulaic statement (:23): 
Every assessment should reflect the unique characteristics of the child within their family and 
community context. The Children Act 1989 promotes the view that all children and their 
parents should be considered as individuals and that family structures, culture, religion, 
ethnic origins and other characteristics should be respected.  
 $WILUVWVLJKWLWPD\VHHPWKDWWKHUHGXFWLRQLVVLPSO\DFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKHFRDOLWLRQ¶V
µVOLPPLQJGRZQ¶RIZKDWZDVZLGHO\VHHQDVµEORDWHG¶JXLGDQFH3DUWRQ, 2014). However, it 
is telling that the 2015 guidance is fairly similar in length to a 1999 predecessor which did 
include the more extensive treatment of µUDFH¶, ethnicity and culture outlined above. Though 
the rationale for such a culling was not made explicit, the revisions fit well with racial 
QHROLEHUDOLVP¶VWHQHWVRILQGLYLGXDOLVHGLQWKLVFDVHSDUHQWDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\DQGWKHµEXULDO¶
RIµUDFH¶. (With a powerful symbolism, the term racism has been expunged from the 
guidance).  
As an Appendix to the main Working Together document, there are various links to 
supplementary guidance (HM Government, 2015a:106). Several of these ± addressing 
trafficking, gangs, female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage, abuse linked to faith or 
belief (especially witchcraft and spirit possession) and radicalisation ± are strongly ethnicised 
(including via links drawn between them). ,WLVWKHUHIRUHLQVWUXFWLYHWRFRQVLGHUKRZµUDFH¶
and ethnicity are addressed. In some, such as guidance on FGM, forced marriage and faith-
related abuse, there is a degree of cultural awareness and sensitivity shown, for example, 
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recognising the dangers of driving practices underground, stigmatising victims and fuelling 
racism against particular communities (HM Government, 2016). Importantly, however, the 
supplementary coverage is largely de-contextualised, not least in the relationships between 
culture, structure and experiences of racism. As Harris (2016) notes, it is important to 
understand where perceived cultural practices may be reinforced in situations of social 
dislocation. With occasional exceptions (noted above), racism is typically framed as fear of 
being labelled racist for intervening and the need to resist such fear.  
Immigration and Securitisation 
If WKHUHLVLQSULQFLSOHµVXSSRUWLYH¶recognition of immigration related fears and concerns for 
(potential) victims of FGM and forced marriage, the effectiveness of this has been questioned 
(Southall Black Sisters, n.d.). Yet a starker gap between theory and practice can arguably 
befound in relation to child trafficking. Government guidance closely follows the script set by 
the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009 s55 requirement for the UK Border 
Agency tRVDIHJXDUGFKLOGUHQ¶VZHOIDUHThis legal change reflected earlier criticisms of the 
hegemonic influence of immigration law, but (subsequent) research and practitioner 
testimony has depicted a climate of suspicion where immigration issues still often prevail and 
victims may find themselves criminalised (see e.g. Pearce, 2011; Coffey, 2012; Franklin and 
Doyle, 2013;).  
Perhaps the most obvious example of securitisation rests with social work involvement in the 
Prevent agenda on radicalisation (HM Government, 2015b). Government guidance and 
VSRNHVSHUVRQVKDYHVRXJKWWRµQRUPDOLVH¶VXFKLnterventions as sitting clearly within the 
usual parameters of abuse and safeguarding, including the use of its terminology, for example 
grooming, and typologies (emotional, sexual abuse etc.) (Stanley and Guru, 2015). The 
official approach taken bears all the hallmarks of neoliberal governmentality, with a strong 
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emphasis on individualisation and familialisation and of pre-emptive action based on risk 
(HM Government, 2015b). Critics have pointed to the vagary of concepts such as 
(vulnerability to) extremism and questioned the reliability and utility of assessment screening 
tools (Coppock and McGovern, 2014). Once again, there are obvious risks of counter-
productivity in terms of individual families and perhaps more so wider (Muslim) 
communities (Stanley and Guru, )LQDOO\LWPD\EHDVNHGLIµFKLOGDEXVH¶RIIHUVWKH
most appropriate framework where radicalisation is suspected to be occurring or supported 
within families (Wheeler, 2015).  
µ6WDQGLQJXSWRSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVV¶ 
Declining attention to issues of µUDFH¶ DQGHWKQLFLW\KDVEHHQPLUURUHGE\XVHRIWKHµSROLWLFDO
FRUUHFWQHVV¶3&ODEHO± DQGWKHFORVHO\DOOLHGµIHDURIEHLQJFDOOHGUDFLVW¶- to critique child 
protection practice, including in high profile instances such as the death of Victoria Climbié 
and child sexual exploitation (CSE) cases in Rochdale and Rotherham. While practice in 
these cases is certainly open to criticism on various grounds, the narrative of PC serves to 
offer a reassuring straightforward (and politically convenient) explanation for what has 
transpired. As Garrett (2006:REVHUYHV/DPLQJ¶Vµ,GRQ¶WGRSROLWLFDOFRUUHFWQHVVZKen it 
FRPHVWRFKLOGUHQ¶representVDSRSXOLVWFDULFDWXUHRISURIHVVLRQDOV¶SUDFWLFHDVWKH\GHDO
with complex situations. In the case of CSE, arguably the most striking features are the 
weight of ethnicisation, and the hegemonic influence of PC narratives in both media coverage 
and official discourse. Within these accounts, there is little beyond a focus on the identity of 
perpetrators as Asian (Pakistani) men and a heavily ethnicised interpretation of their 
victimisation of white girls and young women (notably there is negligible focus on issues 
either of gender or class). Professionals and agencies, meanwhile, are portrayed alternatively 
as fearful, or even dogmatically unwilling, to address this ethnicised pattern, effectively 
allowing it impunity (HM Government, 2015c:4).  
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Widely seen as authoritative, Alexis -D\¶V(2014) report on CSE in Rotherham, is arguably 
less so in relation to ethnicity. On the positive side, she avoids feeding into the ethnicised 
perpetrator narrative and recognises the often invisible victimisation of Asian (Pakistani) girls 
and young women. +RZHYHURQWKHFRUHµ3&¶WKHPHWKHUHSRUWLQJRQLWVVLJQLILFDQFHLVOHft 
vague2QHRI-D\¶VUHFRPPHQGDWLRQVLVWKDWµ7KHLVVXHRIUDFHVKRXOGEHWDFNOHGDVDQ
DEVROXWHSULRULW\LILWLVDVLJQLILFDQWIDFWRU«LQRUJDQLVHGFKLOGVH[XDODEXVH¶EXWZKHQ
discussed in the text, there is very little explanation as to what this might entail, either 
conceptually or practically or what might have been done differently in respect to ethnicity. 
As an intriguing footnote, given the earlier prominence accorded to µUDFH¶ and ethnicity in 
CSE by government, its most recent progress report (HM Government, 2017) paints a very 
positive picture of improvement, while essentially avoiding this territory.  
 
Looked After Children and Care Leavers 
Trends in policy, practice and research in respect of BME looked after children share many 
similarities with those in the child protection system. Analysis of evolving guidance reveals 
unevenness of coverage and subtle shifts, but also a clearly identifiable decline in emphasis. 
In relation to fostering, earlier references to the importance of ethnic matching and the need 
to recruit foster carers from diverse backgrounds have disappeared in later versions (see e.g. 
DH, 1991; HM Government, 2011)  
Similarly, children homes guidance issued to accompany new regulations in 2015, also 
enshrined a markedly reduced treatment of issues of µUDFH¶ and ethnicity, with previous 
references to experience of marginalisation and discrimination (including for unaccompanied 
asylum seeking children), and integration of support for identity needs dropped (DfE, 2015). 
While the vulnerabilities of BME children in respect of placements, community links and 
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care leavers support have previously been flagged (McDonnell et al., 2013), recent 
government reviews have tellingly made no mention of this (DfE, 2012a, Narey, 2016).     
There has been relatively little targeted or summative research on BME looked after children 
or care leavers in recent years, to some extent in contrast with earlier periods (see Thoburn et 
DOIRUVXPPDU\2ZHQDQG6WDWKDP¶VUHVHDUFKRQ disproportionality has 
revealed powerful ethnicised patterns in terms of placement and length of time in care. The 
reasons for this have to date been little explored, although recent and ongoing research by 
Bywaters and colleagues (2016) on child welfare inequalities in the UK will help to address 
this gap.  
In research relating to looked after children in areas where wider ethnicised patterns are 
widely recognised ± such as running away, school exclusions and offending -  there is 
sometimes limited (especially intersectional) analysis within the looked after population 
(Coffey, 2012; Gazely et al. 2013; Schofield et al., 2014). This similarly applies to questions 
of unemployment, homelessness and early parenthood for care leavers (Barn, 2005; 
McDonnell et al., 2013). Research has also suggested that looked after BME children may 
find it more difficult to have effective advocacy or voices in FDUH&KLOGUHQ¶V6RFLHW\) 
and often feel their needs in respect of ethnicity have not been well met (HCAFCS/Coram 
Voice, 2015).  
Unsurprisingly given their demographics, young asylum seekers have been particularly 
affected by tightening of immigration, and cuts in welfare provision and legal aid. 
Government guidance is somewhat inconsistent in tone, attempting to marry discourses of 
ZHOIDUHYXOQHUDELOLW\KXPDQLWDULDQLVPDQGULJKWVZLWKDµILUP¶VWDQFHRQPDQ\EHLQJ
required to leave the country and the consequences of this for planning and entitlements 




More importantly, perhaps, research has shown significant problems for many asylum 
seekers, including poor assessments, planning, and support services due to underfunding 
(Wade, 2011; Ayre et al., 2016).  
Provision for looked after children has been at the forefront of privatisation within child 
VRFLDOFDUHPRVWQRWDEO\WKURXJKWKHULVHRISULYDWHFKLOGUHQ¶VKRPHVDVWKHGRPLQDQWIRUm of 
residential provision and the steady rise of independent (overwhelmingly private) providers 
now accounting for approximately 30 per cent of all placements (Ofsted, 2016).  This has 
entailed significant market penetration by private equity companies and with their proclivity 
for financial restructuring, opacity and tax avoidance, this has turbo charged long standing 
debates on the ethics of profit-PDNLQJIURPFKLOGUHQ¶VFDUHVHUYLFHV(OYLQ2016). None of 
the debates, however, has addressed the impact of the changes for racial or ethnic (or indeed 
other forms of) equality. Given a paucity of recent research in this area, it is difficult to 
LQWHUSUHWWKLVµHHULHVLOHQFH¶:KLOHLWZRXOGEHZURQJWo assume that privatisation means 
deterioration on an already questionable level of performance, there is little reason to believe 
that venture capitalists will prioritise equality issues unless commissioning and financial 
incentives drive this. Similar arguments can be applied to financialised initiatives such as 
social impact bonds, where there is little evidence that they are likely to be used to promote 
greater racial equality (EIF, 2014). 
 
Adoption 
Amid its undeniable complexities, there is little doubt that adoption sits fairly comfortably 
with neoliberal governance. In particular, the narrative of bringing together children in need 
with loving parents has long offered privatised solutions to social problems and the prospect 
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of fiscal benefits (Morgan, 1998). Within this scenario, local authorities have regularly been 
portrayed as obstructive of adoption, and especially so in relation to µUDFH¶ and ethnicity.  
$GRSWLRQIRU%0(FKLOGUHQKDVORQJEHHQRQHRIFKLOGZHOIDUH¶VPRVWFRQWURYHUVLDODUHDV
and the core arguments surrounding support for ethnic matching and transracial adoption 
(TRA) will not be reprised here in any detail (see e.g. Rushton and Minnis, 1997; DXWKRU¶V
own reference, 2013). Preference for ethnic matching was endorsed in policy in the early 
VEXWJURZLQJPHGLDFDPSDLJQLQJDJDLQVWLWVDOOHJHGµ3&¶KDVOHGWRSURJUHVVLYH
challenge from central government. This has involved both a playing down of the 
significance of ethnicity for children and tight performance management, backed by threats to 
UHPRYHDGRSWLRQVHUYLFHVIURPORFDODXWKRULWLHV:KLOH7RQ\%ODLU¶VUHYLHZIROORZHGKLV
predecessor in floating the idea of privatizing adoption recruitment, it did not challenge the 
preference for ethnic matching, emphasised the need to increase recruitment of BME 
families, and introduced a new legal form of permanence (later named as special 
guardianship), one of grounds for which was religious or cultural reservations about plenary 
adoption (Cabinet Office, 2000).  
Within its renewed drive to increase the scale and speed of adoption, the coalition 
government placed tackling perceived barriers to adoption of BME children centrally (DfE, 
2012b). The major legislative measure in the Children and Families Act 2014 was the 
UHPRYDORIWKHµHWKQLFLW\¶ FODXVHWKHUHTXLUHPHQWWRFRQVLGHUDFKLOG¶Vµreligious persuasion, 
UDFLDORULJLQFXOWXUDODQGOLQJXLVWLFEDFNJURXQG¶LQDGRSWLRQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJ$SDUWLFXODUO\
interesting feature of this process was how early coalition guidance still endorsed the 
preference for ethnic matching and the importance of BME recruitment, but these were 
progressively diluted or erased from official policy pronouncements, with recruitment 




study of adoption motivations and marketing, which contained no reference to issues of 
ethnicity (Scott and Duncan, 2013). Also erased in the reform process was any recognition 
granted to special guardianship in the context of ethnicity.  
The influence of racial neoliberalism is apparent in a number of ways. These include 
downplaying the significance of µUDFH¶ and ethnicity in the lives of children and families and 
in the case of special guardianship, a refusal to recognise ethnicised difference or deviation 
from plenary adoption. Similarly, the treatment reflects an arguably ethnocentric model of 
attachment, which constructs children and families as autonomous individuals outside of the 
ties of family and ethnicised community (Gedalof, 2013), while the (largely unquestioning) 
SURPRWLRQRI75$ILWVZHOOZLWKWKHµDVVLPLODWLYHLQWHJUDWLRQ¶RIWHQFKDUDFWHULVWLFRIUDFLDO
neoliberalism (Sachrajda and Griffith, 2014). Finally, racism disappears as context, only to 
reappear DVµUHYHUVHUDFLVP¶LHDVGLVFULPLQDWLRQDJDLQVWZKLWHDGRSWHUV 
Crucially, the performance management regime for adoption ignores the question of ethnic 
matching (on which no official data have ever been collected) and the diversity of 
recruitment, focusing instead simply on rates and timescales for (BME) adoptions.  
The broader drive to increase adoption has met with significant resistance and obstacles, both 
in the courts (Munby, 2013) and from academic calls for strengthened family support services 
(Featherstone et al, 2014). The coalition and Conservative governments have also regularly 
EHHQSXWRQWKHGHIHQVLYHE\FKDUJHVWKDWWKHLUHOHYDWLRQRIDGRSWLRQDVWKHµJROGVWDQGDUG¶LQ
child welfare has worked to the detriment of other permanence options which are equally 






This article has attempted to analyse the influence of neoliberalism in the key domains of 
child welfare through the lens of racialisation.  
It must be acknowledged that the knowledge base, particularly in relation to social work 
practice, is patchy ± a consequence both of a paucity of research focused on racialisation and 
variable but often very limited FRYHUDJHZLWKLQµPDLQVWUHDP¶UHVHDUFK:KDWFDQEHFOHDUO\
detected is a diminishing focus in official guidance and policy over the past two decades. 
This can be seen as reflecting the governmental turn away from multiculturalism towards 
assimilation and more culturalist explanations of the problems experienced by BME children, 
families and communities. Crucially, following the early impetus of the Macpherson report, 
there has been a discernible falling away of attention given to racism, institutional or 
otherwise. 7KHLQFUHDVLQJO\µPXVFXODU¶DSSURDFKLVKLJKOLJKWHGE\WKHPXOWLSOHJRYHUQPHQWDO
roles given to Louise Casey and Martin Narey. Unencumbered by any great sense of nuance 
or recognition of structural constraints, both appear happy to lead the charge against PC and 
WKHPXFKYDXQWHGµIHDURIEHLQJFDOOHGUDFLVW¶. 
Such a shift fits well with racial neoliberalism, although the growing focus on immigration 
and securitisation also attests to more populist (neoconservative) influences. In this climate, 
the revitalisation and reworking of anti-racist practice is challenging (Lavalette and Penketh, 
2014; Williams and Graham, 2016), not least in the face of concerted efforts to depoliticise 
social work education and practice (Narey, 2014).  
Yet it is also the case that, albeit in complex and often contradictory ways, racialised 
inequalities have found their way back onto political agendas, with both the current and 
previous Conservative Prime Ministers making strong speeches on the need to tackle them. It 
is of course, questionable as to how far such concerns will reach beyond rhetoric, but the 
latter does create a discursive space for challenge. More broadly, though it may be premature 
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to refer to a demise of neoliberalism, it is undoubtedly under growing pressure, albeit from a 
range of political directions, Similarly, while privatisation, monetisation and marketisation 
have all made gains within child welfare in recent times, there is also significant resistance to 
this which can be built upon.  
It is not the intent here, nor is there space, to set out a blueprint for challenging racial 
neoliberalism and its ideological affiliates, but some key points can be made drawing on the 
earlier analysis.  
First, it remains crucial, at a time of diminished focus and silencing, to keep debates alive, in 
the interconnected domains of practice, research and policy development, including a 
reflexive ethnicisation of whiteness. Moving beyond what Phoenix (1987) has referred to as 
µQRUPDOLVHGDEVHQFHDQGSDWKRORJLVHGSUHVHQFH¶LVIDUIURPVWUDLJKWIRUZDUGEXWFDQQRWEH
achieved by playing down the significance of µUDFH¶ and ethnicity. (The Conservative 
JRYHUQPHQW¶VµYLVLRQIRUFKLOGVRFLDOFDUH¶ (DfE, 2016) makes no mention of ethnicity, other 
than obliquely through radicalisation.) Neither should the generalised deprivations of 
austerity be allowed to obscure the particularities of racialised inequalities. Second, such 
debates must, however, represent and enshrine sophisticated analysis, which grants the 
processes and products of racialisation and ethnicisation due weight, but avoids doing so in 
DQµHVVHQWLDOLVW¶PDQQHURecognition of diverse ethnicised communities must equally 
recognise their internal heterogeneity and power dynamics. These challenges are particularly 
relevant to developing a more confident practice, steering between poles of neutrality and 
crude understandings of identity and culture. This in turn, is crucially linked to relevant 
research questions and findings and to policy guidance that eschews easy resolution.  
Third, an important element within this work is a thorough incorporation of intersectionality, 




factor is the urgent need to address the challeQJHVSRVHGE\µVXSHUGLYHUVLW\¶± prompted 
QRWDEO\E\PRUHGLYHUVLILHGPLJUDWLRQLQFUHDVHVLQµPL[HG¶UHlationships and changing 
significances attached to religion - DQGDVVRFLDWHGµQHZ¶IRUPVRIH[FOXVLRQDU\UDFLVP
Finally, in order to support these aims BME voice(s), individual and collective, must be more 
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